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Photo-elicitation as a Method of Assessing Village Needs 
Abstract 
Photo-elicitation is a method of gathering data from respondents who are asked to take photographs or 
critically examine and reflect on images taken by others to offer a more “native” view of often cross-
cultural or inter-group experiences. This method was applied to determine what the residents of a village 
in China’s Hangzhou province saw as their community’s development priorities by asking them to take 
photographs of local scenes, characters and objects to depict their needs. Through their snapshots, they 
indicated the need to diversify their community’s economic base (currently limited to snake production 
and processing), the need for better transportation and for more markets for their products. On the other 
hand, the faculty and students of a university mandated to develop an extension force to serve the 
village’s agricultural needs indicated in a focus group that their rural clients were likely to clamor for more 
markets, lenient government policies, and educational opportunities. Examples of studies that have used 
this approach and the strengths and limitations of the photo-elicitation technique to assess village needs 
for extension planning are discussed. 
Keywords 
Photo-elicitation, China’s Hangzhou province, communication, practitioners, ethnographers, 
anthropologists 
















Photo-elicitation as a Method of Assessing 
Village Needs for Extension Planning
Lulu Rodriguez and Denise Bjelland
Abstract
Photo-elicitation is a method of gathering data from respondents who are asked to take photographs or 
critically examine and reflect on images taken by others to offer a more “native” view of often cross-cultural 
or inter-group experiences. This method was applied to determine what the residents of a village in China’s 
Hangzhou province saw as their community’s development priorities by asking them to take photographs 
of local scenes, characters and objects to depict their needs. Through their snapshots, they indicated the need 
to diversify their community’s economic base (currently limited to snake production and processing), the 
need for better transportation and for more markets for their products. On the other hand, the faculty and 
students of a university mandated to develop an extension force to serve the village’s agricultural needs 
indicated in a focus group that their rural clients were likely to clamor for more markets, lenient govern-
ment policies, and educational opportunities. Examples of studies that have used this approach and the 
strengths and limitations of the photo-elicitation technique to assess village needs for extension planning 
are discussed.
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advantages,	but	 in	general,	 it	uses	 images	 as	“bridges	between	worlds	 that	 are	 culturally	distinct”	
(Harper, 2002, p. 21).
Researchers	from	different	social	science	fields	have	given	this	method	of	gathering	data	different	
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and	Suchar	 and	Rotenberg	 (1994)	used	photo-elicitation	 to	 examine	 the	 shared	meanings	 about	








about farming from dairy farmers. 
Can this method be applied for more efficient problem identification especially in an interna-
tional	assignment?	We	set	out	to	test	this	approach	to	 identify,	clarify	and	prioritize	the	pressing	
needs	and	concerns	of	a	village	in	southeastern	China.	





















to-elicitation	 technique	was	 applied.	 For	 this	 test	 case,	McLeod	 and	Chaffee	 (1973)	 provided	 a	
theoretical	framework	useful	in	approaching	and	measuring	the	extent	to	which	these	two	groups	
co-oriented	with	each	other	with	respect	to	extension	priorities.	
The	key	assumption	underlying	 the	co-orientation	approach	 is	 that	 a	group’s	behavior	 is	not	
based	simply	upon	its	members’	private	cognitive	construction	of	the	world;	it	is	also	a	function	of	the	
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products of numerous experiences, and are thus unlikely to be changed by communication actions 






Figure 1. The co-orientation measurement model as applied to extension planning in China (Note. Adapted 













of ZU’s cognitions 
about their needs
ZU’s perceptions of 
the villagers’ 






































ther discussion about their concerns.
Harper	(1988)	points	out	that	this	approach	was	not	intended	to	obtain	images	that	are	visu-
ally	arresting,	such	as	those	seen	in	a	documentary.	In	fact,	he	explains,	the	desire	for	visually	ar-
resting	photographs	stems	 from	the	“culture	of	 the	photographer”	 rather	 than	 the	“culture	of	 the	
photographed.”	The	 idea,	 rather,	 is	 to	photograph	objects	 and	 situations	 through	 the	 eyes	of	 the	
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Structured	 interviews	with	 native	 informants	 allowed	 the	 researchers	 to	 understand	ways	 by	






























snake production for only four years, the Snake Village enterprise became one of the most profitable 
in the county.  
The	Party	secretary	was	understandably	skeptical	about	the	study,	demonstrably	at	a	loss	as	to	
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   PHOTO-ELICITATION AS A METHOD OF ASSESSING VILLAGE NEEDS FOR EXTENSION PLANNING     1
Figure 2. The perceived needs of snake village: A comparison of the villagers’ and ZU faculty 
and students’ responses 
 
 
 Figure 2. The perceived needs of snake village: A comparison of the villagers’ and ZU faculty and students’ 
responses
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Figure 3. A lone f isherman at work represents 
a villager’s perceived need for the community to 
diversify its economic activities.
Figure 4. Snakes and snake products can be 
marketed more eff iciently with better means of 
transportation. This cargo raft represents a vil-
lager’s perceived need for improved transporta-
tion systems.
Figure 5. Two vendors in the background have 
arrived to purchase snakes, a representation of 
“more markets” as a major concern. 
Figure 6. A shrimp harvester earns more than a 
snake farmer, according to a villager for whom 
this photograph means the need for higher in-
comes.
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Figure 7. Pre-school children at a day-care cen-
ter illustrate child care as an important concern.
Figure 8. A new apartment complex outside the 
village represents the desire for better housing. 
Figure 9. Environmental protection as a prior-
ity area comes up in this picture of pipes for the 
new village water system.
Figure 10. This village grand lady turns 100 
years old in a couple of months. She symbolizes to 
a villager the need for better elderly care.
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t Comparing Villagers’ Priorities and What ZU Officials Perceived Villagers Cared About 
The	research	 team	then	moved	 to	 the	ZU	campus	 to	determine	what	university	constituents	
thought	were	the	most	important	issues	confronting	Snake	Village.	Eight	graduate	students	in	pro-





























their different roles, purposes, experiences, and communication potentials. As such, the nascent ex-

















































photographs as starting points has the potential to be applied to a number of other data gathering 
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